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Money is so complicated. I wish it were not so, but it is. Unfortunately, money is also one of the principal ways we show our devotion to God. I really wish that were not so. But scripture keeps talking about money – possessions – wealth – and it tells us again and again that how we use and spend our money is not a private, personal matter. All that we are, and all that we have, belong to God. How we use our money, for ourselves, for those in need, for our families, for fun, for the church – all that is part of our relationship with God. 
So in our scripture this morning, Jesus holds up the ‘widow’ as exemplary in her faith. She not only put money in the Temple treasury, she gave everything she had. 
Why would she put money in the treasury? The treasury was a central storehouse of tributes, taxes, offerings, and debt-collection; like a combination central bank, the IRS and United Way all rolled up into one. The purpose was supposed to be the upkeep of the temple and its leaders, and the support of people who had nothing – like the widow. But it was also ripe for corruption - an endless font of prosperity for those who controlled the money and their special-interest cronies. 

Some of the money given was voluntary; other was required. We don’t know which it was for the widow; the scripture doesn’t say. All we know is that she gave everything she had to live on.

She’s the opposite of the rich young man we heard about several weeks ago. He had many possessions, but was seeking something more: eternal life. He had lived the commandments faithfully his whole life, but knew something was still lacking. “Just one thing you lack,” Jesus answered. “Give everything you have to the poor, and come, follow me.” The rich man couldn’t do it. It was too great a sacrifice for him. 
In contrast is this poor woman, who has almost nothing, and she takes what little she has to live on and gives it all away, to the Treasury, the center of faith.
Jesus contrasts the widow and the scribes who walked around all full of pomp and righteousness. Now, in those days the scribes were in charge of the Law; they kept legal documents, financial documents, and interpreted scripture. In other words, they were leaders in religion, politics and finance. Inevitably, some became enamored of their own self-importance; they were corrupted by the power they enjoyed. 
They were in charge of keeping the Law; and ironically, one of the principal tenets of the Law was the protection of widows and orphans. Jesus condemns them for not only ignoring the needs of the weak and the powerless but taking advantage of their vulnerability, their piety and their offerings. 
It reminds me of TV evangelists who prey on widows in our day and age. You know the type. They’re charming, they’re polished, they’re performers. Day after day they’re on the television, pleading for money for their ministry. Day after day older people on fixed incomes watch their shows, calling in to give an offering, sending checks with money they don’t have. It’s almost criminal. I swear, you’d think religious leaders were the original scam artists.
Now, some would argue that the widow in the Gospel shouldn’t have been taken in, either.  In the very next verses Jesus tells his disciples, ‘Not one stone [of this temple] will be left here upon another; all will be thrown down.’ In fact, that’s exactly what came to pass. Even before the Gospels were written, the Roman government destroyed the temple in Jerusalem, razing it in response to another Jewish insurrection. The widow was throwing her money into a lost cause - everything she had to live on - to corrupt leaders and the institution that would soon be destroyed. There was no return on this investment. Then again, this woman wasn’t expecting one. 
Many have noted the parallel between the widow’s actions and Jesus himself. Jesus also gave himself away to a corrupt and broken world.

Jon Walton, a pastor in New York, has written:
Jesus gives his life for a broken world, one that will see holiness and not honor it, recognize love and not receive it, see goodness and not embrace it. but that is the nature of God’s love, to give up everything for our sake.
 
The world has a way of measuring what’s important, and it usually weighs heavily on the side of those who have a lot to give. It’s the wealthy who get their names placed on buildings; it’s big givers who have endowments named after them. And I don’t begrudge them the honor; it’s how the world works, and much good has been done by these generous people. But I do have an issue with churches that do that kind of thing. 
This year at the Moveable Feast – my study group – one of my pastor friends told of a church he knows that honor big givers with a special, private dinner. It’s just for those with deep pockets. Now, there’s nothing wrong with saying ‘thank you’ – we should say ‘thank you’ for the sacrifices people make. But a dinner only for big givers? The story of the Widow’s mite makes perfectly clear that Jesus is calling attention not to the dollar sign but to the sacrifice. 
Even worse, that same church asked people to serve on Session because of the size of their pledge – or because of their giving potential. As if the checkbook is the measure of spiritual leadership. That’s how the world gives out power.
The question isn’t how much money we’re willing to give away – whether it’s $1 or $1000 or $10,000. The question is whether we’re willing to lay our lives on the line. What do we think we really need? And how much do we trust God with our lives? The issue isn’t how much we give; it’s how much we have left to live on.
The choice isn’t all or nothing – either the rich young ruler, who walks away, or the widow, who gives every last cent. But how do we know how much is enough?

There is no set amount; no taxes, no dues. But there is a tradition, one that comes from the Bible. That is the tradition of the ‘tithe,’ or giving 10%. When the Israelites came into the Promised Land, God required that they give of their ‘first fruits,’ a tenth of what they grew and what they earned. Later, as they settled the land, the tithe went to the Temple, to support the work of the priests, and to provide for those who had nothing.
 
There isn’t a law that dictates this; the church has no ‘membership fee.’ It doesn’t cost anything to be a Christian. Grace is free, utterly, totally free. The cost has already been paid for us. Anything we give back to God should be given freely, without compulsion, cheerfully, with gratitude. 
Tithing isn’t primarily about raising money to support the church. After all, there are other ways that churches can raise money – in Europe, taxes pay for religious institutions. In America, many churches used to rent pews to the highest bidder. Some denominations rely heavily on Bingo! But ‘tithing’ forces us to look at what we have, and what it is we think we need.
Joanna Adams, a prominent Presbyterian pastor, has written of her experience with tithing. She writes,

Thirty years ago, Al and I had two little children and very little money. We went to church every Sunday. We were in the habit of writing a check every month after we had paid all of our bills. I remember the Sunday we were introduced to a more meaningful way. A leader in our church whom we both admired told the personal story of how he and his wife, who had twice as many children as we had, had decided early on to tithe, that is, to give ten percent of their income to the church, and that they would ensure that it would happen by writing the check to the church first, before [paying] the power company or the mortgage… 
“That is the pattern we have followed ever since,” our friend… said. “I can only tell you that [we]… have had the greatest and the most abundant life you can imagine.”

Joanna Adams said that from that moment on, she and her husband Al decided to tithe. She says, “It was for us the single best decision we have ever made.”

Now, I know that not everyone can tithe – or should. For some, it would truly be a hardship. I was doing research on the internet about tithing, and read about a woman who went to a church where tithes were expected. She went to her pastor to explain how it was just impossible for them. She would have to choose between paying their family tithe or buying insulin for her husband. Her pastor told her she would be condemned if she didn’t pay her tithe. Can you imagine? 

Now, true confessions - I am not a tither… yet. But I’m getting closer every year. When I decided to aim for tithing I knew I couldn’t do it all at once. I was going through a divorce and had a son preparing for college and a mortgage that wasn’t going away. But I knew that I could do it a step at a time. So each year since then I’ve bumped up my pledge a little bit more. Honestly, I don’t base my pledge on what the church’s budget happens to be. I base it on my income. Bit by bit I’m getting closer to that 10%. 
I have to be honest – I’m pretty conservative when it comes to finances, and I hate being in debt. So when I get out my calculator every year, and review my personal budget, I have to take a long, deep breath when I write that number on my pledge card. There have been times in the last few years when I wondered if I was going to make it. But it’s always been OK. Always. 

What’s amazing is the freedom I feel. It feels so good to know I can do this. It’s not about how much money I can give – I find that kind of silly. It’s that I can trust God enough to give more and more away. I am learning to trust God more and more. That feels great. 

How I feel is alive, really alive. You can’t imagine how good that feels. 
Well, maybe you can. Honestly, I really hope you can. 
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See “What does the Bible say about Christian tithing?” http://www.gotquestions.org/tithing-Christian.html
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